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Exemplars of Reading Text Complexity, Quality, and Range 
& Sample Performance Tasks Related to Core Standards

Selecting Text Exemplars
The following text samples primarily serve to exemplify the level of complexity and quality that the Standards require 
all students in a given grade band to engage with. Additionally, they are suggestive of the breadth of texts that stu-
dents should encounter in the text types required by the Standards. The choices should serve as useful guideposts in 
helping educators select texts of similar complexity, quality, and range for their own classrooms. They expressly do 
not represent a partial or complete reading list.

The process of text selection was guided by the following criteria:

•	 Complexity. Appendix A describes in detail a three-part model of measuring text complexity based on quali-
tative and quantitative indices of inherent text difficulty balanced with educators’ professional judgment in 
matching readers and texts in light of particular tasks. In selecting texts to serve as exemplars, the work group 
began by soliciting contributions from teachers, educational leaders, and researchers who have experience 
working with students in the grades for which the texts have been selected. These contributors were asked to 
recommend texts that they or their colleagues have used successfully with students in a given grade band. The 
work group made final selections based in part on whether qualitative and quantitative measures indicated 
that the recommended texts were of sufficient complexity for the grade band. For those types of texts—par-
ticularly poetry and multimedia sources—for which these measures are not as well suited, professional judg-
ment necessarily played a greater role in selection.

•	 Quality. While it is possible to have high-complexity texts of low inherent quality, the work group solicited only 
texts of recognized value. From the pool of submissions gathered from outside contributors, the work group 
selected classic or historically significant texts as well as contemporary works of comparable literary merit, 
cultural significance, and rich content.

•	 Range. After identifying texts of appropriate complexity and quality, the work group applied other criteria to 
ensure that the samples presented in each band represented as broad a range of sufficiently complex, high-
quality texts as possible. Among the factors considered were initial publication date, authorship, and subject 
matter.

Copyright and Permissions
For those exemplar texts not in the public domain, we secured permissions and in some cases employed a conser-
vative interpretation of Fair Use, which allows limited, partial use of copyrighted text for a nonprofit educational 
purpose as long as that purpose does not impair the rights holder’s ability to seek a fair return for his or her work. 
In instances where we could not employ Fair Use and have been unable to secure permission, we have listed a title 
without providing an excerpt. Thus, some short texts are not excerpted here, as even short passages from them would 
constitute a substantial portion of the entire work. In addition, illustrations and other graphics in texts are generally 
not reproduced here. Such visual elements are particularly important in texts for the youngest students and in many 
informational texts for readers of all ages. (Using the qualitative criteria outlined in Appendix A, the work group con-
sidered the importance and complexity of graphical elements when placing texts in bands.)

When excerpts appear, they serve only as stand-ins for the full text. The Standards require that students engage with 
appropriately complex literary and informational works; such complexity is best found in whole texts rather than pas-
sages from such texts.

Please note that these texts are included solely as exemplars in support of the Standards. Any additional use of those 
texts that are not in the public domain, such as for classroom use or curriculum development, requires independent 
permission from the rights holders. The texts may not be copied or distributed in any way other than as part of the 
overall Common Core State Standards Initiative documents.

Sample Performance Tasks
The text exemplars are supplemented by brief performance tasks that further clarify the meaning of the Standards. 
These sample tasks illustrate specifically the application of the Standards to texts of sufficient complexity, quality, 
and range. Relevant Reading standards are noted in brackets following each task, and the words in italics in the task 
reflect the wording of the Reading standard itself. (Individual grade-specific Reading standards are identified by their 
strand, grade, and number, so that RI.4.3, for example, stands for Reading, Informational Text, grade 4, standard 3.)
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How to Read This Document
The materials that follow are divided into text complexity grade bands as defined by the Standards: K–1, 2–3, 4–5, 6–8, 
9–10, and 11–CCR. Each band’s exemplars are divided into text types matching those required in the Standards for 
a given grade. K–5 exemplars are separated into stories, poetry, and informational texts (as well as read-aloud texts 
in kindergarten through grade 3). The 6–CCR exemplars are divided into English language arts (ELA), history/social 
studies, and science, mathematics, and technical subjects, with the ELA texts further subdivided into stories, drama, 
poetry, and informational texts. (The history/social studies texts also include some arts-related texts.) Citations intro-
duce each excerpt, and additional citations are included for texts not excerpted in the appendix.  Within each grade 
band and after each text type, sample performance tasks are included for select texts.

Media Texts
Selected excerpts are accompanied by annotated links to related media texts freely available online at the time of the 
publication of this document.
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Informational Texts: Science, Mathematics, and Technical Subjects

Paulos, John Allen. Innumeracy: Mathematical Illiteracy and Its Consequences. New York: Vintage, 1988. (1988)
From Chapter 1: “Examples and Principles”

Archimedes and Practically Infinite Numbers

There is a fundamental property of numbers named after the Greek mathematician Archimedes which states that any 
number, no matter how huge, can be exceeded by adding together sufficiently many of any smaller number, no mat-
ter how tiny. Though obvious in principle, the consequences are sometimes resisted, as they were by the student of 
mine who maintained that human hair just didn’t grow in miles per hour. Unfortunately, the nanoseconds used up in a 
simple computer operation do add up to lengthy bottlenecks on intractable problems, many of which would require 
millennia to solve in general. It takes some getting accustomed to the fact that the minuscule times and distances of 
microphysics as well as the vastness of astronomical phenomena share the dimensions of our human world.

It’s clear how the above property of numbers led to Archimedes’ famous pronouncement that given a fulcrum, a long 
enough lever, and a place to stand, he alone could physically lift the earth. An awareness of the additivity of small 
quantities is lacking in innumerates, who don’t seem to believe that their little aerosol cans of hairspray could play any 
role in the depletion of the ozone layer of the atmosphere, or that their individual automobile contributes anything to 
the problem of acid rain.

Gladwell, Malcolm. The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference. New York: Back Bay Books, 
2002. (2002) 
From “The Three Rules of Epidemics”

The three rules of the Tipping Point—the Law of the few, the Stickiness Factor, the Power of Context—offer a way of 
making sense of epidemics. They provide us with direction for how to go about reaching a Tipping Point. The balance 
of this book will take these ideas and apply them to other puzzling situations and epidemics from the world around 
us. How do these three rules help us understand teenage smoking, for example, or the phenomenon of word of 
mouth, or crime, or the rise of a bestseller? The answers may surprise you.

Tyson, Neil deGrasse. “Gravity in Reverse: The Tale of Albert Einstein’s ‘Greatest Blunder.’” Natural History. 112.10 
(Dec 2003). (2003)

Sung to the tune of “The Times They Are A-Changin’”:
 
   Come gather ‘round, math phobes,
   Wherever you roam
   And admit that the cosmos
   Around you has grown
   And accept it that soon
   You won’t know what’s worth knowin’
   Until Einstein to you
   Becomes clearer.
   So you’d better start listenin’
   Or you’ll drift cold and lone
   For the cosmos is weird, gettin’ weirder.
   —The Editors (with apologies to Bob Dylan)
Cosmology has always been weird. Worlds resting on the backs of turtles, matter and energy coming into existence 
out of much less than thin air. And now, just when you’d gotten familiar, if hot really comfortable, with the idea of a 
big bang, along comes something new to worry about. A mysterious and universal pressure pervades all of space and 
acts against the cosmic gravity that has tried to drag the universe back together ever since the big bang. On top of 
that, “negative gravity” has forced the expansion of the universe to accelerate exponentially, and cosmic gravity is 
losing the tug-of-war. 

For these and similarly mind-warping ideas in twentieth-century physics, just blame Albert Einstein. 

Einstein hardly ever set foot in the laboratory; he didn’t test phenomena or use elaborate equipment. He was a theo-
rist who perfected the “thought experiment,” in which you engage nature through your imagination, inventing a situa-
tion or a model and then working out the consequences of some physical principle. 

If—as was the case for Einstein—a physicist’s model is intended to represent the entire universe, then manipulating 
the model should be tantamount to manipulating the universe itself. Observers and experimentalists can then go out 
and look for the phenomena predicted by that model. If the model is flawed, or if the theorists make a mistake in their 
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calculations, the observers will detect a mismatch between the model’s predictions and the way things happen in the 
real universe. That’s the first cue to try again, either by adjusting the old model or by creating a new one. 

Media Text 
NOVA animation of an Einstein “thought experiment”: 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/einstein/relativity/

Calishain, Tara, and Rael Dornfest. Google Hacks: Tips & Tools for Smarter Searching, 2nd Edition. Sebastopol, Calif.: 
O’Reilly Media, 2004. (2004) 
From Chapter 1: “Web: Hacks 1–20,” Google Web Search Basics

Whenever you search for more than one keyword at a time, a search engine has a default strategy for handling and 
combining those keywords. Can those words appear individually in a page, or do they have to be right next to each 
other? Will the engine search for both keywords or for either keyword?

Phrase Searches

Google defaults to searching for occurrences of your specified keywords anywhere on the page, whether side-by-side 
or scattered throughout. To return results of pages containing specifically ordered words, enclose them in quotes, 
turning your keyword search into a phrase search, to use Google’s terminology.

On entering a search for the keywords:

	 to be or not to be

Google will find matches where the keywords appear anywhere on the page. If you want Google to find you matches 
where the keywords appear together as a phrase, surround them with quotes, like this:

	 “to be or not to be”

Google will return matches only where those words appear together (not to mention explicitly including stop words 
such as “to” and “or” […]).

Phrase searches are also useful when you want to find a phrase but aren’t sure of the exact wording. This is accom-
plished in combination with wildcards […])

Basic Boolean

Whether an engine searches for all keywords or any of them depends on what is called its Boolean default. Search 
engines can default to Boolean AND (searching for all keywords) or Boolean OR (searching for any keywords). Of 
course, even if a search engine defaults to searching for all keywords, you can usually give it a special command to 
instruct it to search for any keyword. Lacking specific instructions, the engine falls back on its default setting.

Google’s Boolean default is AND, which means that, if you enter query words without modifiers, Google will search or 
all of your query words. For example if you search for:

	 snowblower Honda “Green Bay” 

Google will search for all the words. If you prefer to specify that any one word or phrase is acceptable, put an OR 
between each:

	 snowblower OR Honda OR “Green Bay”

Kane, Gordon. “The Mysteries of Mass.” Scientific American Special Edition December 2005. (2005)

Physicists are hunting for an elusive particle that would reveal the presence of a new kind of field that permeates all 
of reality. Finding that Higgs field will give us a more complete understanding about how the universe works.

Most people think they know what mass is, but they understand only part of the story. For instance, an elephant is 
clearly bulkier and weighs more than an ant. Even in the absence of gravity, the elephant would have greater mass—it 
would be harder to push and set in motion. Obviously the elephant is more massive because it is made of many more 
atoms than the ant is, but what determines the masses of the individual atoms? What about the elementary particles 
that make up the atoms—what determines their masses? Indeed, why do they even have mass?

We see that the problem of mass has two independent aspects. First, we need to learn how mass arises at all. It turns 
out mass results from at least three different mechanisms, which I will describe below. A key player in physicists’ 
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tentative theories about mass is a new kind of field that permeates all of reality, called the Higgs field. Elementary 
particle masses are thought to come about from the interaction with the Higgs field. If the Higgs field exists, theory 
demands that it have an associated particle, the Higgs boson. Using particle accelerators, scientists are now hunting 
for the Higgs.

Fischetti, Mark. “Working Knowledge: Electronic Stability Control.” Scientific American April 2007. (2007)

Steer Clear

Automakers are offering electronic stability control on more and more passenger vehicles to help prevent them from 
sliding, veering off the road, or even rolling over. The technology is a product of an ongoing evolution stemming from 
antilock brakes.

When a driver jams the brake pedal too hard, anti-lock hydraulic valves subtract brake pressure at a given wheel so 
the wheel does not lock up. As these systems proliferated in the 1990s, manufacturers tacked on traction-control 
valves that help a spinning drive wheel grip the road.

For stability control, engineers mounted more hydraulics that can apply pressure to any wheel, even if the driver is 
not braking. When sensors indicate the car is sliding forward instead of turning or is turning too sharply, the actuators 
momentarily brake certain wheels to correct the trajectory. “Going to electronic stability control was a big step,” says 
Scott Dahl, director of chassis-control strategy at supplier Robert Bosch in Farmington Hills, Michigan. “We had to 
add sensors that can determine what the driver intends to do and compare that with what the car is actually doing.” 
Most systems also petition the engine-control computer to reduce engine torque to dampen wayward movement.

U.S. General Services Administration. Executive Order 13423: Strengthening Federal Environmental, Energy, and 
Transportation Management.  
http://www.gsa.gov/Portal/gsa/ep/contentView.do?contentType=GSA_BASIC&contentId=22395 2010 (2007)

Executive Order 13423

Strengthening Federal Environmental, Energy, and Transportation Management

The President Strengthening Federal Environmental, Energy, and Transportation Management 
By the authority vested in me as President by the Constitution and the laws of the United States of America, and to 
strengthen the environmental, energy, and transportation management of Federal agencies, it is hereby ordered as 
follows:

Section 1. Policy. It is the policy of the United States that Federal agencies conduct their environmental, transporta-
tion, and energy-related activities under the law in support of their respective missions in an environmentally, eco-
nomically and fiscally sound, integrated, continuously improving, efficient, and sustainable manner.

Sec. 2. Goals for Agencies. In implementing the policy set forth in section 1 of this order, the head of each agency 
shall:

(a) improve energy efficiency and reduce greenhouse gas emissions of the agency, through reduction of energy 
intensity by (i) 3 percent annually through the end of fiscal year 2015, or (ii) 30 percent by the end of fiscal year 2015, 
relative to the baseline of the agency’s energy use in fiscal year 2003;

(b) ensure that (i) at least half of the statutorily required renewable energy consumed by the agency in a fiscal year 
comes from new renewable sources, and (ii) to the extent feasible, the agency implements renewable energy genera-
tion projects on agency property for agency use;

(c) beginning in FY 2008, reduce water consumption intensity, relative to the baseline of the agency’s water con-
sumption in fiscal year 2007, through life-cycle cost-effective measures by 2 percent annually through the end of 
fiscal year 2015 or 16 percent by the end of fiscal year 2015;

(d) require in agency acquisitions of goods and services (i) use of sustainable environmental practices, including 
acquisition of biobased, environmentally preferable, energy-efficient, water-efficient, and recycled-content products, 
and (ii) use of paper of at least 30 percent post-consumer fiber content;

(e) ensure that the agency (i) reduces the quantity of toxic and hazardous chemicals and materials acquired, used, 
or disposed of by the agency, (ii) increases diversion of solid waste as appropriate, and (iii) maintains cost-effective 
waste prevention and recycling programs in its facilities;

(f) ensure that (i) new construction and major renovation of agency buildings comply with the Guiding Principles for 
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Federal Leadership in High Performance and Sustainable Buildings set forth in the Federal Leadership in High Perfor-
mance and Sustainable Buildings Memorandum of Understanding (2006), and (ii) 15 percent of the existing Federal 
capital asset building inventory of the agency as of the end of fiscal year 2015 incorporates the sustainable practices 
in the Guiding Principles;

(g) ensure that, if the agency operates a fleet of at least 20 motor vehicles, the agency, relative to agency baselines 
for fiscal year 2005, (i) reduces the fleet’s total consumption of petroleum products by 2 percent annually through 
the end of fiscal year 2015, (ii) increases the total fuel consumption that is non-petroleum-based by 10 percent an-
nually, and (iii) uses plug-in hybrid (PIH) vehicles when PIH vehicles are commercially available at a cost reasonably 
comparable, on the basis of life-cycle cost, to non-PIH vehicles; and

(h) ensure that the agency (i) when acquiring an electronic product to meet its requirements, meets at least 95 per-
cent of those requirements with an Electronic Product Environmental Assessment Tool (EPEAT)-registered electronic 
product, unless there is no EPEAT standard for such product,

(ii) enables the Energy Star feature on agency computers and monitors,

(iii) establishes and implements policies to extend the useful life of agency electronic equipment, and (iv) uses envi-
ronmentally sound practices with respect to disposition of agency electronic equipment that has reached the end of 
its useful life.

Kurzweil, Ray. “The Coming Merger of Mind and Machine.” Scientific American Special Edition January 2008. 
(2008)

The accelerating pace of technological progress means that our intelligent creations will soon eclipse us—and that 
their creations will eventually eclipse them.

Sometime early in this century the intelligence of machines will exceed that of humans. Within a quarter of a century, 
machines will exhibit the full range of human intellect, emotions and skills, ranging from musical and other creative 
aptitudes to physical movement. They will claim to have feelings and, unlike today’s virtual personalities, will be very 
convincing when they tell us so. By around 2020 a $1,000 computer will at least match the processing power of the 
human brain. By 2029 the software for intelligence will have been largely mastered, and the average personal com-
puter will be equivalent to 1,000 brains.

Once computers achieve a level of intelligence comparable to that of humans, they will necessarily soar past it. For 
example, if I learn French, I can’t readily download that learning to you. The reason is that for us, learning involves 
successions of stunningly complex patterns of interconnections among brain cells (neurons) and among the concen-
trations of biochemicals known as neurotransmitters that enable impulses to travel from neuron to neuron. We have 
no way of quickly downloading these patterns. But quick downloading will allow our nonbiological creations to share 
immediately what they learn with billions of other machines. Ultimately, nonbiological entities will master not only the 
sum total of their own knowledge but all of ours as well.

Gibbs, W. Wayt. “Untangling the Roots of Cancer.” Scientific American Special Edition June 2008. (2008)

Recent evidence challenges long-held theories of how cells turn malignant—and suggests new ways to stop tumors 
before they spread. 

What causes cancer?

Tobacco smoke, most people would say. Probably too much alcohol, sunshine or grilled meat; infection with cervi-
cal papillomaviruses; asbestos. All have strong links to cancer, certainly. But they cannot be root causes. Much of the 
population is exposed to these carcinogens, yet only a tiny minority suffers dangerous tumors as a consequence.

A cause, by definition, leads invariably to its effect. The immediate cause of cancer must be some combination of 
insults and accidents that induces normal cells in a healthy human body to turn malignant, growing like weeds and 
sprouting in unnatural places.

At this level, the cause of cancer is not entirely a mystery. In fact, a decade ago many geneticists were confident that 
science was homing in on a final answer: cancer is the result of cumulative mutations that alter specific locations in 
a cell’s DNA and thus change the particular proteins encoded by cancer-related genes at those spots. The mutations 
affect two kinds of cancer genes. The first are called tumor suppressors. They normally restrain cells’ ability to divide, 
and mutations permanently disable the genes. The second variety, known as oncogenes, stimulate growth—in other 
words, cell division. Mutations lock oncogenes into an active state. Some researchers still take it as axiomatic that 
such growth-promoting changes to a small number of cancer genes are the initial event and root cause of every hu-
man cancer.
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Gawande, Atul. “The Cost Conundrum: Health Care Costs in McAllen, Texas.” The New Yorker June 1, 2009. (2009)

It is spring in McAllen, Texas. The morning sun is warm. The streets are lined with palm trees and pickup trucks. McAl-
len is in Hidalgo County, which has the lowest household income in the country, but it’s a border town, and a thriving 
foreign-trade zone has kept the unemployment rate below ten per cent. McAllen calls itself the Square Dance Capital 
of the World. “Lonesome Dove” was set around here. 

McAllen has another distinction, too: it is one of the most expensive health-care markets in the country. Only Miami—
which has much higher labor and living costs—spends more per person on health care. In 2006, Medicare spent fif-
teen thousand dollars per enrollee here, almost twice the national average. The income per capita is twelve thousand 
dollars. In other words, Medicare spends three thousand dollars more per person here than the average person earns. 

The explosive trend in American medical costs seems to have occurred here in an especially intense form. Our coun-
try’s health care is by far the most expensive in the world. In Washington, the aim of health-care reform is not just to 
extend medical coverage to everybody but also to bring costs under control. Spending on doctors, hospitals, drugs, 
and the like now consumes more than one of every six dollars we earn. The financial burden has damaged the global 
competitiveness of American businesses and bankrupted millions of families, even those with insurance. It’s also 
devouring our government. “The greatest threat to America’s fiscal health is not Social Security,” President Barack 
Obama said in a March speech at the White House. “It’s not the investments that we’ve made to rescue our economy 
during this crisis. By a wide margin, the biggest threat to our nation’s balance sheet is the skyrocketing cost of health 
care. It’s not even close.” 

Sample Performance Tasks for Informational Texts: History/Social Studies & Science, 
Mathematics, and Technical Subjects 

•	 Students determine the central ideas found in the Declaration of Sentiments by the Seneca Falls Conference, 
noting the parallels between it and the Declaration of Independence and providing a summary that makes 
clear the relationships among the key details and ideas of each text and between the texts. [RH.11–12.2]

•	 Students evaluate the premises of James M. McPherson’s argument regarding why Northern soldiers fought in 
the Civil War by corroborating the evidence provided from the letters and diaries of these soldiers with other 
primary and secondary sources and challenging McPherson’s claims where appropriate. [RH.11–12.8]

•	 Students integrate the information provided by Mary C. Daly, vice president at the Federal Reserve Bank of 
San Francisco, with the data presented visually in the FedViews report. In their analysis of these sources of 
information presented in diverse formats, students frame and address a question or solve a problem raised by 
their evaluation of the evidence. [RH.11–12.7]

•	 Students analyze the hierarchical relationships between phrase searches and searches that use basic Boolean 
operators in Tara Calishain and Rael Dornfest’s Google Hacks: Tips & Tools for Smarter Searching, 2nd Edition. 
[RST.11–12.5]

•	 Students analyze the concept of mass based on their close reading of Gordon Kane’s “The Mysteries of Mass” 
and cite specific textual evidence from the text to answer the question of why elementary particles have mass 
at all. Students explain important distinctions the author makes regarding the Higgs field and the Higgs boson 
and their relationship to the concept of mass. [RST.11–12.1]

•	 Students determine the meaning of key terms such as hydraulic, trajectory, and torque as well as other 
domain-specific words and phrases such as actuators, antilock brakes, and traction control used in Mark Fisch-
etti’s “Working Knowledge: Electronic Stability Control.” [RST.11–12.4]




